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REJOICE,  THE  LORD  IS  KING! 

"Behold,  your  king  is  coming  to  you...." 

Matthew  21:5 


"Tell  the  daughter  of  Zion,  Behold  your  king  is 
coming  to  you,  humble,  and  mounted  on  an  ass..." 
These  words  quoted  from  Zechariah  by  St.  Matthew  will 
be  read,  heard  and  expounded  in  thousands  of  churches 
around  the  world  before  the  sun  goes  down  today. 
"Behold,  your  king  is  coming  to  you..."   This  is  the 
language  of  Palm  Sunday. 

Is  he  indeed  a  king?   Or  is  this  some  metaphor- 
ical fiction?   An  imprecise  use  of  language?   Theo- 
logical question-begging  at  its  worst? 

"A  king,"  you  say,  "in  very  truth,  a  king."   If 
so,  what  then  is  his  domain?   The  individual  heart? 
The  world  to  come?   The  realm  of  spirit?  What  do  we 
make  of  the  Triumphal  Entry?  King  For  a  Day?   Or  was 
it  a  Preview  of  Coming  Attractions? 

The  usual  interpretation  holds  that  the  crowd 
with  its  loud  Hosannas  sadly  misunderstood;  that  they 
were  earthy  and  materialistic  in  their  notions  of  the 
kingdom;  that  Christ  would  ultimately  disappoint  their 
hopes,  reject  their  adulation  and  go  meekly  to  his 
death. 


Let  these  questions  churn  away  in  your  mind  while 
I  share  with  you  an  experience  that  had  a  shaping 
influence  on  my  ministry.   It  happened  some  15  years 
ago  when  we  were  serving  a  church  in  central  Pennsyl- 
vania.  From  the  pulpit  we  had  made  some  rather  strong 
statements  about  the  importance  of  racial  understand- 
ing.  From  time  to  time  we  had  championed  the  cause 
of  the  very  poor  among  us. 


It  would  be  fair  to  say  that  in  those  years  we  had 
what  was  probably  the  key  church  in  that  community. 
There  were  lots  of  larger  churches,  but  they  were  all 
Lutheran  and  they  cancelled  each  other  out!   So  there 
we  were  in  a  Presbyterian  church  on  a  prime  corner.   We 
even  had  a  signer  of  the  Declaration  of  Independence 
buried  in  the  churchyard.   That  is  always  good  box 
office! 

I  felt  good  about  the  work, superficially  thinking 
that  I  had  a  generous  portion  of  the  kind  of  power  that 
ministers  dream  about.   I  knew  every  judge  on  a  first- 
name  basis.   I  could  contact  a  judge  and  have  a  divorce 
slowed  down  or  an  adoption  speeded  up.   I  knew  virtu- 
ally all  of  the  lawyers  in  the  community  on  the  same 
basis.   I  had  doctors  who  would  kindly  say  to  me, 
"Ernie,  you're  too  busy  to  sit  in  the  waiting  room 
reading  those  back  issues  of  "The  Reader's  Digest." 
When  something  is  wrong  with  you,  come  around  the 
side  and  knock  on  the  door  and  we'll  take  care  of  you 
right  away." 

There  was  a  large  hotel  in  that  town  —  it's  still 
there.   I  guess  I  was  the  one  who  did  most  of  the 
invoking  of  God's  presence  on  one  convention  after 
another  in  that  hotel.   If  the  Pennsylvania  Trucker's 
Association  were  convening  there,  I  would  bless  the 
truckers  and  the  trucks!   I  would  then  stand  ready 
to  bless  the  next  convention  when  it  came  through. 

Then  one  day  it  happened.   A  chap  came  in  to  see 
me  long  about  5  o'clock.   Instantly  my  inner  radar 
said,  "He's  not  your  kind."  When  he  pronounced  his 
name  he  had  a  "z"  and  a  "y"  in  it  somewhere  and  I  knew 
that  not  very  many  Presbyterians  had  "z's"  or  "y's" 
in  their  names!   What's  more,  he  did  not  genuflect  in 
any  way  or  show  any  signs  of  deference. 

But  he  was  right  on  the  mark.   He  said  that  he  was 
aware  of  our  preaching  interest  in  people  who  were 
victimized  by  poverty  and  racism.   He  then  went  on, 
"You  know  the  big  hotel  downtown?"   I  said,  "Yes,  I 
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know  it  very  well."  He  replied,  "How  well?   Do  you 
know  that  there  are  people  working  in  that  hotel  70 
to  75  hours  a  week  and  taking  home  $37  to  $40?   That 
there  are  no  substantial  vacation  benefits.   That 
there  is  no  retirement  plan.   That  the  employees  don't 
even  get  their  birthdays  off?"  He  went  on  and  on 
enumerating  a  side  of  that  institution  that  I  had  not 
known.   He  was  talking  about  the  behind-the-scenes 
people  who  move  the  chairs  and  tables  so  that  the 
Rotarians  can  rotate  on  time  on  Wednesday  noon,  and 
the  Lions  properly  roar  on  Tuesday  night.   He  was 
interceding  for  the  non-tip  oriented  workers. 

Then  he  got  to  the  point,  "I  have  something  I  want 
you  to  do."   I  said,  "What  is  that?"  He  went  on,  "I 
want  a  statement  from  you  saying  that  it  would  be  a 
good  thing  for  these  workers  to  join  a  union  and  speak 
as  one."  Well,  dumb  as  I  was,  I  saw  the  amber  light 
flashing.   This  hotel  was  owned  by  the  power  people  of 
the  community.   So,  I  resorted  to  a  common  ministerial 
out:   I  told  the  brother  that  1  would  have  to  pray 
about  the  matter  overnight! 

The  gentleman  with  the  strange  name  thanked  me 
for  my  time  and  started  out  the  door.   Before  he  was 
across  the  threshold  1  knew  what  I  had  to  do.   I 
wrote  the  statement. 

The  statement  was  mimeographed  the  next  day  on 
the  back  of  a  statement  by  a  black  osteopath.   This 
was  about  the  worst  adjacency  I  could  have  had.   It 
was  bad  enough  to  be  black  in  that  town  at  that  time. 
But  to  be  black  and  an  osteopath  was  double  jeopardy! 

Once  that  statement  went  public  in  the  community, 
the  balmy  "68  degrees  and  sunny"  that  I  had  known  drop- 
ped to  something  like  32  degrees  below  zero!   We  had 
gone  beyond  speech  to  action.   That  action,  at  least 
theoretically,  could  change  in  a  modest  way  the  power 
dynamics  of  that  town. 

Quibble  if  you  will  over  the  tactics,  or  second- 
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guess  the  strategy,  that's  alright.   But  what  do  you 
think  of  the  objective  and  the  intent?   Does  the  king- 
dom exist  now  for  the  humanization  and  sanctifying  of 
life  on  this  planet  or  does  it  not?  Have  we  no  king 
but  Caesar?   Jesus'  kingdom,  by  his  own  testimony,  is 
not  of_  this  world.   But  is  it  not  in  this  world  either? 

k  kk        k 

I  remind  you  that  the  earliest  Christian  creed 
of  all  was  "Jesus  Christ  is  Lord."   John  Yoder  has 
called  our  attention  to  the  fact  that  "the  term  Lord  in 
the  earliest  Christian  confessions  was  not  (as  in  so 
much  modern  piety)  a  label  to  state  a  believer's 
humility  or  affection  or  devotion;  it  was  an  affirma- 
tion of  his  victorious  relationship  to  the  powers  of 
the  cosmos."  _1   The  powers  of  the  cosmos . 

Paul  speaks  in  many  places  of  Jesus  triumphing 
over  "principalities  and  powers."  A  hundred  years  ago 
we  used  to  write  such  references  off  as  so  much  excess 
baggage  that  ought  to  be  discarded.   Now  we  are 
inclined  to  understnad  that  our  lives  are  constantly 
being  crowded  and  impinged  upon  by  principalities  and 
powers . 

Paul  speaks  about  thrones  and  dominions.   He  speaks 
of  the  same  entities  at  a  cosmological  level  when  he 
talks  of  angels  and  archangels,  the  elements  of  this 
world,  heights  and  depths.   He  speaks  about  the  powers 
in  religious  terms  as  law  and  knowledge. 

Some  reputable  Biblical  scholars  see  the  modern 
counterpart  to  what  Paul  had  in  mind  in  things  like 
the  state,  politics,  class,  social  struggle,  national 
interest,  public  opinion,  accepted  morality,  the  ideas 
of  decency  and  democracy.   Others  have  suggested  that 
principalities  and  powers  have  to  do  with  the  place 
of  the  tribe  or  clan  in  primitive  society,  respect 
for  one's  ancestors  (which  can  be  a  damaging  and 
restrictive  experience) ,  astrological  influence  on 
terrestrial  life.   (My  God,  how  many  people  cannot  let 
a  day  go  by  without  consulting  their  horoscope!) 
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Principalities  and  powers  can  be  rightly  understood  as 
religious  structures,  intellectual  structures,  polit- 
ical structures  (with  all  their  ideologies)  and  moral 
structures . 

The  powers  were  created  good.   There  can  be  no 
history  without  powers .   We  need  some  kind  of  order. 
But  the  judgment  of  the  Scriptures  is  that  the  powers 
have  become  corrupt.   That  is,  they  do  not  enable  us 
to  live  humanly.  They  have  absolutized  themselves. 
They  have  demanded  unconditional  loyalty.   Their  affect 
is  to  harm  and  enslave. 

Now,  my  friends,  what  Jesus  did  was  to  renounce 
and  expose  the  powers.   The  Jewish  authorities  of  his 
day  and  the  Gentile  representative  of  the  Pax  Romana 
were  not  fools.   Jesus  was  not  crucified  because  he 
mouthed  some  innocuous  statements  about  loving  one 
another  and  turning  the  other  cheek.   He  appeared  to 
them  as  a   threat!   So  much  so,  that  they  preferred  to 
take  their  chances  with  a  proven  insurrectionist. 
Barabbas  was  judged  the  safer  of  the  two! 

Jesus  denounced  them  and  challenged  them  openly — 
as  in  his  cleansing  of  the  temple,  as  in  his  maddening 
reticence  and  self-control  before  Pontius  Pilate.  He 
renounced  their  claims  upon  him.   There  was  nothing 
he  wanted  from  them.   Not  even  to  save  his  life  would 
he  invoke  their  help.  He  destroyed  their  credibility. 
They  appeared  to  be  benevolent  toward  mankind,  but 
when  pressed,  their  violence  was  revealed.   He  laid 
bare  their  enmity  to  God.   Through  him  a  new  graffito 
appeared  on  the  walls  of  the  powerful.   It  was 
Belshazzar's  message  written  large:   God  has  numbered 
the  days  of  your  kingdom  and  brought  it  to  an  end! 

Thus  Jesus  became  the  first-fruits  of  a  new  order, 
the  begetter  of  a  new  humanity.   Hence,  Paul. could 
write  a  short  time  later,  "If  anyone  is  in  Christ 
there  is  a  whole  new  world."   (II  Cor.  5:17) 
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It  is  the  burden  of  my  word  to  you  today  that  as 
Christians  we  have  emasculated  and  dis-empowered  Jesus. 
Grossly,  and  to  our  harm,  we  have  restricted  his  rule 
and  underestimated  his  achievement!   (Incidentally, 
this  is  one  reason  why  we  fall  prey  so  easily  to  all 
manner  of  cults  and  sects  and  swamis  -  with  and  without 
turbans !) 

That  Palm  Sunday  crowd  can  be  forgiven  for  not 
catching  on  to  his  real  significance.   After  all,  they 
lived  on  the  other  side  of  the  critical  events.   Christ's 
achievement  had  not  yet  been  consumated  in  his  cruci- 
fixion or  vindicated  in  his  resurrection.   But  what  is 
our  excuse?   That's  my  question. 

"What  have  we  done?"  you  ask.   Well,  for  one  thing, 
we  have  privatized  him.   We  have  transmuted  the  message 
of  the  Scriptures  into  a  radical  personalism  as  though 
Jesus  were  King  of  Hearts  and  nothing  more.   We  have 
reduced  him  to  a  "key"  to  successful  living.   Or,  we 
have  watered  him  down  to  the  level  of  a  mere  principle, 
the  mastery  of  which  will  assure  a  happy  life  for  me 
and  mine.   The  privatization  of  Jesus. 

We  have  psychologized  him.   We  have  held  him  to  be 
at  most  a  teacher  and  we  have  plundered  his  teaching 
for  evidences  of  his  keen  understanding  of  why  human 
beings  behave  the  way  they  do.   Why,  we  even  clap  our 
hands  like  children  when  some  psychiatrist  of  stature 
humbles  himself  to  confirm  the  accuracy  of  Jesus' 
insights!!   Who  is  on  trial  anyway? 

And  we  have  devotionalized  him.   We  have  made  him 
the  object  of  some  pretty  sticky  piety  and  sentimental 
intimacy. 

I've  been  reading  up  of  late  on  Theosophy,  and 
have  developed  an  interest  in  the  Theosophist 's  under- 
standing of  the  universe.   In  Theosophy  earthly  life  is 
divided  into  seven  spheres  or  Rays .   These  Rays  are 
controlled  by  emanations  from  above  where  hidden 
Masters  (departed  souls  that  are  far  ahead  of  the  rest 
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of  us  in  spiritual  evolution)  exercise  dominion. 

The  Seven  Rays  are  as  follows:   One,  the  area 
known  as  rulership  and  the  founding  of  nations,  under 
the  Master  Morya;  Two,  the  area  of  wisdom  and  intuitive 
understanding,  under  Kuthumi;  Three ,  the  whole  sphere 
of  service  to  mankind  and  astrology,  under  a  Master 
referred  to  as  "the  Venetian;"  Four,  harmony  and 
beauty  in  the  world,  under  Serapis,  an  ancient  Egyp- 
tian diety;  Five,  exact  science  and  alchemy,  under  the. 
Master  Hilarion;  Six,  and  this  is  of  crucial  interest 
to  us,  the  area  of  devotional  religion  which  has  for 
its  Master  Jesus;  Seven,  the  area  having  to  do  with 
ceremonies  and  mysteries  under  the  Master  Rakoczyc 

As  a  Christian,  I  cannot  be  happy  with  such  a 
feeble  and  restricted  view  of  Jesus .   Yet,  in  effect, 
many  Christians  have  treated  Christ  as  shamefully  as 
that .  We  have  given  him  a  little  zone  called  devo- 
tion -  and  let  the  devil  take  the  rest! 


"Tell  the  daughter  of  Zion,  Behold  your  king  is 
coming  to  you."   Take  him  to  your  hearts,  my  friends, 
but  do  not  let  it  stop  with  that.  Hear  him  as  a 
prophet.   Pray  through  him  as  a  priest.   And  bear  your 
witness  to  the  powers  that  he  is  king. 

Charles  Wesley  had  it  right  two  hundred  years 
ago  in  those  words  that  we  will  be  singing  at  the  end 
of  the  service: 

"Rejoice,  the  Lord  is  King! 

Your  Lord  and  King  adore! 
Rejoice,  give  thanks  and  sing, 

and  triumph  ever-more : 
Lift  up  your  heart, 
Lift  up  your  voice! 
Rejoice,  again  I  say,  rejoice!"  _2 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

If  it  please  Thee,    God3 

confirm  in  our  souls  Thy  truth 
and  incline  our  wills  to  serve 

Thee  fully  in  this  earthly  life. 
In  his  names   whose  Kingdom 
is  forever   — 

even  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen 
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